This chapter addresses the mobility and migrations of the Lisu, an ethnicity in Southeast Asia who may or may not constitute a single social group with a single set of "origins." It traces back the movements that scattered Lisu households and villages over a broad area from Yunnan in the east to India in the west, from northern Myanmar to Thailand and Laos.
Today, approximately one million people call themselves "Lisu" (or a recognized equivalent) and speak a variant of Lisu as their mother tongue, yet their culture remains little known outside of Southwest China, where twothirds of them live. This is partly because their lack of an indigenous written 1 The author thanks David Bradley, Eisel Mazard, Uradyn Bulag, Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen for their comments on early drafts. Stéphane Gros, Katherine Swancutt, and Sara Shneiderman were kind enough to discuss theoretical and historical issues before the time of writing. The Lucassens and Adam McKeown encouraged me to think about the broader implications of my case study. All the faults remaining here are entirely my own responsibility. Finally, thanks to James Scott for sparking my intellectual interest with his talk on "Zomia" at the University of Cambridge in 2009, and our conversation over drinks afterwards. Scott is known for his generosity of spirit and his willingness to engage in critical discussions of his work. His Anarchist History has already proven to be a rallying point for scholars of the region, and I trust that the criticisms in this paper will be received in the spirit in which they are intended, as a modest contribution to a broader academic dialogue. 2 Hutheesing 1990: 35. 3 Idem: 24. language means they have never composed their own historical accounts. It is also because Lisu have migrated multiple times over the last five centuries, and have often been concerned with avoiding their more powerful literate neighbors, evading written history in the process. Fragments of Lisu history can be gleaned from the margins of Chinese, Burmese, Thai, British, and other historical records. Lisu people themselves may not understand the formal migration narratives that have survived in archaic language, and Lisu communities' memories of their journeys do not always correspond neatly to the oft-redrawn boundaries of Southeast Asian states. It would seem that the Lisu have perfected the art of not looking back. Yet, as I argue in this paper, looking back on their migrations fills an important gap in the otherwise state-dominated historiography of Southeast Asia, and has critical implications for anthropological understandings of the region's cultural politics.
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